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Wang Shuo and the Chinese Im age/inary:
Visual Simulacra and the W riting of H istory1

Carlos Rojas
History decomposes into images,
not into narratives.
Walter Benjamin

Last year (1998), as part of its "Hundred most important
people of the century" project, Time magazine published a list of
^Leaders and Revolutionaries: Twenty people who helped define
the political and social fabric of our times^T/me Online, April 13,
1998.) Of these twenty individuals, two are Chinese. One,
inevitably, is Mao Zedong, whose own political power was very
much grounded in his control (and, ultimately, lack thereof) over
the dissemination of his own image. The other figure is more of
a surprise: it is “the unknown rebel” in the ubiquitous video clip
of a solitary man standing in front of the line of tanks in June 4,
1989 Tiananmen Square. If Mao’s identity has，in many
respects, been reduced to that of his own two-dimensional
image，the “identity” of the “lone protester” （
and to this day, he
remains publicly unidentified), by contrast, is in a sense entirely
an artifact of the original, endlessly reproduced, image itself.1
2
1 I presented an earlier version of this paper at a conference on
“Film and Literature” at Villanova University, November 1-2, 1996. More
recently, I have benefited from discussions with David Wang, Rosalind
Morris, as well as with my senior thesis advisee Chin-Chin Yap, whose
thesis, “A Portrait of the A rtist as a Chinese Man: Visual
Representation and Memory in the (Mao Crazes' and Playing for
77?/7_"s” （
Columbia University, 1999), I found to be both conceptually
and bibliographically illuminating.
2 The man was identified in some sources as Wang Weilin, but
the Information Center of Human Rights and Democratic Movement in
China (HRDMC) has since reported that he was incorrectly identified
Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese 3.1 (July 1999): 23-57
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With this juxtaposition of these two images of Chairman
and the anonymous lone protester—the protester standing
under the ironic eye of the Tiananmen Square Mao portrait,
which had itself been defaced with paint by the student
protesters several days before—we have a symbolic intersection
of two general t(scopic regimes/13 On the one hand, there is the
Maoist faith in the manipulation and consolidation of power
through the widespread dissemination of identically reproduced
images and texts, and, on the other hand, there is the “postMaoist” treatment of the visual image as a “simulacrum,”
infinitely reproducible, but lacking an ultimate referent and
always susceptible to intentional or unintentional deviations from
that which it attempts to reproduce. At the same time, however,
just as the Cultural Revolution constituted an attempt by Mao to
consolidate the political power which he had, in a sense, already
lost, the Maoist faith in the exercise of power through the
dissemination of identically reproduced images can itself be
seen as a profoundly melancholic gesture, a silent denial of the
extent to which this utopic "reproduction without difference" is
always-already lost.
Several of the works by contemporary Beijing novelist
Wang Shuo explore how both history and personal memory can
be condensed and refracted into a single visual image and,
conversely, how a single image can provide the seed out of
which an entire history or personal memory is (spuriously)
unfolded. Wang Shuo was extraordinarily prolific during the late
eighties and early nineties, producing, in the eight years from
1984 to 1992, twenty-four medium and long-length novels, as
well as screenplays for seven movies and three television series
(Wang Shuo 1992: 227-28). All of these works use an acerbic
sense of humor and intimate familiarity with contemporary
Beijing slang to convey WangJs distinctive perspective on the
axiological rootlessness of China’s urban “Cultural Revolution
generation” （
most of his protagonists are people who, like
himself, came of age during China's Cultural Revolution [1966-3
and now would reveal himself only after the reputation of the Chinese
pro-democracy movement has been restored (Japan Economic
Newswire, April 6, 1998).
3The term is Martin Jay’s (Jay 1988: 3-28).
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1976]). His works were, and are, immensely popular, quickly
becoming best-sellers (and inspiring a flurry of pirated editions),
and several of them being subsequently made into successful
movies. This market-place success, which was accomplished in
spite of Wang’s deliberate distancing of himself from all
professional writers’ associations，is commonly referred to as the
l,Wang Shuo phenomenon>, (Wang Shuo xianxiang) in China in
the late eighties (Wang Jin 1996: 261 ff). Wang Shuo’s dual
status as an author as well as a movie/television screenplay
writer has contributed to a very complex position, in several of
his works, regarding the relationship between textuality and
visuality.4
This paper will begin by looking at two Wang Shuo novels:
/ Am the W o lf (Wo shi lang) (1988)5 and Playing for Thrills
(Wanr de jiu shi xin tiao) (1989),6both of which are grounded on
a similar narrative premise. In both works, the protagonist is
presented with compelling “evidence” of a murder he ostensibly
committed, but of which he currently has no recollection. In each
case, the initial accusation serves as the catalyst for an intense
process of self-analysis of the protagonist’s own personal history
from years before—a self-analysis which is grounded, in the
second work, largely on a single, blurred photograph of a young
woman. In the second section, I look at a third such work,
Ferocious Animals (Dongwu xiongmeng) (1991),7 together with
its 1995 cinem atic adaptation, In the Heat o f the Sun
(Yangguang canlan de rizi). A single young woman's photograph
is also at the center of this latter work, as it eventually becomes
clear that virtually the entire work itself is the protagonist’s
retrospective extrapolation from a photograph he glimpsed as a
youth. Finally, in the third section I will briefly extend some of the
conclusions from the preceding two sections to a brief
4 With the added twist the striking foregrounding of visual
imagery in several of his novels is always already mediated by.
5 Wo shi lang,' was originally published in Redian wenxue
(1988). See Wang Shuo (1994: 2.158-200).
6 Wan de jiu shi xin tiao was originally published by Zuojia
chubanshe of Beijing (1989); translated as Playing for Thrills (Goldblatt
1997). See Wang Shuo (1994: 2.201-416).
7 Dongwu xiongmeng was originally published in Shouhuo
(1991). See Wang Shuo (1994: 1.406-93).
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consideration of the phenomenon of Mao portraiture in
contemporary China.
All three of these Wang Shuo novels share a similar
structure, wherein each begins with the system atic
reconstruction of a series of events from a decade or two earlier,
events which appear to lead to a murder committed by the
protagonist himself. Moreover, roughly two-thirds or threequarters of the way through each work, the preceding
reconstructive narrative is brought to an abrupt halt when it is
revealed that the murder in question never actually took place.8
The last portion of each work returns to the earlier narrative from
a different perspective—this time, with the explicit realization that
the murder at the center of the earlier narrative, as well as many
of the related details, are all deliberately fabricated. However,
this realization of the fictionality of the earlier narrative does not
lead to a straightforward process of disillusionment, but rather, at
the end of each work, leaves the reader with a profound
skepticism regarding the truth value of even the latter,
supposedly veridical, narrative.
Another common element in each of these three works is
that the fabricated narratives each revolve, more or less
explicitly, around a visual image. In the latter two works (Heat
and Thrills), this visual image is an actual photograph, while in
the first (/ Am the Wo/〇, the inner narrative is somewhat more
abstractly framed by allusions to the rhetorical figure of "walking
into a picture [or mirror]," and integrates complex tropes of visual
observation into the narrative proper. At issue in each of these
cases is the relationship between the concrete visual image and
the emplotment of historical and personal narratives. As the
examples of the Mao portrait and the picture of the Tiananmen
protester illustrate, visual images can serve as convenient nodal
points onto which historical or personal narratives can be
anchored; but, at the same time, the fact that the images
function as signifiers which always contain the potential of
becoming separated from their original signified has profound
implications for the truth effect of these images, as well as for
the narrative to which they may be linked.
8
It is actually typical of the narrative structure of traditional
Ming/Qing novels to have the climax fall roughly two-thirds of the way
through, with the remaining portion of the work devoted to a gradual
denouement.
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Flies in the Ointment
Bodiliness，above all, is put up for grabs. Hence
the presence, in Eastern as well as Western
trompe r 〇eil, of a fly, a fly motionless in a corner
or on someone's nose. Like trompe roeil itself,
the fly is obsessed with our minutiae, Christian
or Confucian. The fly moves between the cracks
of houses and bones, waiting upon feasts and
misfortune; it generates—it was long thought—
spontaneously, coming from nowhere to live
briefly on that which we leave behind. It is the
afterimage of the flesh.
Hillel Schwartz, The Culture of the Copy

A Chinese art-historical anecdote recounts how the Wu
kingdom ruler Sun Quan (r. 222-252) asked the painter Cao
Buxing to paint a screen in his palace. Cao accidentally spilled a
drop of ink on the unpainted screen and, realizing he would be
unable to remove the stain directly, he immediately covered his
tracks by making the ink-spot into the image of a fly. Sun Quan’s
response to the screen illustrated Cao’s success: Sun tried to
brush what he took to be a real insect off of the canvas (Zhang
1985: 165-66)! 9 Wu Hung, in his useful discussion of this
anecdote, observes that

吳

孫權

The merit of the image (of the fly) was found in its deceptive
power, and it gained this power from its interaction with the
surface, since what Sun Quan saw was not just a fly but a fly
landing on the white silk. To Cao Buxing the screen had no
m ystery; it sim ply bore a painted fly against an empty
background. Sun Quan, on the other hand, was not only
confused by the fly but was also deceived by the screen, which
appeared to him “unpainted.” Although the artist and the
spectator had entirely different interpretations of the screen, they
9
Compare, also, Pliny's account of Zeuxis's grape painting, and
Norman Bryson^s discussion of the status of this latter anecdote in the
Western art-historical tradition (Bryson 1983: 1 ff).

曹不興
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both acknowledged the concept of a surface and approached
the screen as a medium for painting. (Hung 1996: 16)

The original context of this discussion is Wu Hung’s argument
that the concept of a screen as an independent, paintable
surface in and of itself, is a historically specific one, emerging in
China only during the Han dynasty. However, I would like to
borrow his useful analysis to point to how the figure of the fly, in
this example, functions both as the stain which challenges the
potential mimeticism of the screen, while at the same time
functioning as a supra-mimetic aporia, which threatens the
screen's mimetic potential from the other direction (by giving the
screen's images the appearance not of mimetic reality, but rather
of “reality” itself). The spot of ink，in other words, is a stain on the
blank screen; and, disguised as the image of a fly, it becomes
another kind of stain, a point of transcendental, unquestioned
realism which, in effect, frames the representational screen in
which it is embedded.
This paper will be using this concept of the “screen” in a
more metaphorical sense, to indicate the cultural or ideological
horizon onto which individual memories and histories are
sketched. Specifically, I am interested in how subjects locate
themselves within these sorts of personal and historical
narratives fscreens"), but also how these narratives themselves
frequently are elaborated out of a need to explain incongruous
“stains” on the “screens” themselves. These stains-cum-flies
constitute the greatest threat to the truth-effect of these narrative
“screens，
” but，at the same, they can be seen as the catalysts
for the re/writing of these narrative screens in the “first” place.
Finally, I am particularly interested in the specifically visual
resonances of this historical emplotment-as-screen metaphor—
how the process of constructing personal and historical
narratives within which to place oneself often involves a
figurative act of viewing oneself as if from outside.
Cao Buxing's fly anecdote helps to provide a frame within
which we can consider a series of very intriguing fly references
in Wang Shuo^ 1988 short novel, / Am the W olf/The first such
arthropodic allusion occurs near the beginning of the work, as
the protagonist complains about the Big 巳rotherly familiarity his
police investigator seems to have with respect to the events of
his own past:
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“You make me think that you are one of those shameless little
people who, with the rim of their hat folded down and holding a
little notebook in their hands, run around eavesdropping on other
people's conversations while carefully writing everything down
word for word. You even know exactly what I said in those
casual remarks I made ten years ago while at the ends of the
earth. Could it be that you were already observing me even back
then...
u\ myself am too insignificant to merit mention, but you
should have some awareness of the giant eye of the people."
“The structure of this giant eye should probably resemble
that of a fly’s compound eye?” （
170)

This first figurative evocation of a fly serves to distinguish
between the localized, individual “eye” of the investigator
himself, and the delocalized “gaze” of the “people,” which he
indirectly represents. It is the protagonist himself who gives this
latter, by definition highly abstract, concept a concrete visual
correlate: that of a fly’s compound eye.
In the very next line, however, the investigator picks up on
the protagonist’s own fly metaphor, and neatly—even viciously—
inverts its significance:
If you have any understanding of your present situation, then
you need not entertain any illusions and aspire to use deception
to finagle your way out. Right now, you are nothing more than a
fly trapped under the lens of a microscope, and not even that
tiny particle of filth stuck to your paws will escape detection.
(170)

The same figurative arthropod which, in the preceding line, was
used to evoke the ubiquitous, panopticon-like surveillance
powers of the modern state, in the following line is used instead
to evoke the isolated individual trapped under that same gaze.
A few pages later, as the interrogation proceeds, the
narrator's attention is distracted at one point by a fly's
perambulations through the room:
A fly soared buzzingly downwards from the high ceiling, flying
speedily around the spacious room. It tried to fly into the sunny
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garden, but flying into the pristinely transparent glass of the
window, it merely bumped its head. . . It laboriously flew into the
glass again and again, until finally，exhausted，it fell to the floor
and lay there without moving. Its inability to fly out resembles the
outside flie s’ inability to fly in; and even though they are
separated by a pane of glass, they can still mutually observe
each other without any trouble at all. (178)

單立人
周搖

This final fly interregnum is inserted, without any transition
whatsoever, directly into the psychoanalytic police interrogation,
just as the narrator is finding himself getting stuck more and
more tightly under the investigator’s discursive gaze. The
concluding image of two flies gazing at each other across a
pane of transparent glass condenses the two earlier references,
where the fly was made to symbolize, at different points, both
the oddly omniscient observer (the "compound eye of the
people") as well as the powerless observed (the ((fly trapped
under the lens of a microscopeH).
These three fly images in / Am the W olf/ each mentioned
only in passing and then apparently forgotten, provide an
evocative figuration of the narrative dynamics of the novel as a
whole. Like two flies staring at each other across a plane of
transparent glass, the entire novel revolves around the face-toface epistemological battle between the protagonist and the
investigator, as each struggles to assert his right to view and
narrate the protagonist's own personal past.
The novel / Am the 'W o lf as a whole narrates the
protagonists discussion with a police investigator, who identifies
himself by the name of Shan Liren. The investigator tells him
that a woman (whom he claims is a former acquaintance of the
narrator’s by the name of Zhou Yao) was found drowned that
morning, and that found with her body was a slipper with the
name and room number of the guest house where the
protagonist is currently staying. Although the accused adamantly
proclaims his innocence of any involvement in the woman’s
demise, Shan proceeds methodically to demonstrate to him that
he had both the opportunity and motivation to drown the woman.
The exchange culminates in the title line, when the protagonist
complains that Shan must have concrete proof, rather than mere
circumstantial evidence, that he committed the murder: lllt is one
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thing to say that I am the wolf, and quite another to say that I
actually ate the sheep.” To this argument, Shan promptly replies,
“Is it hard to come up with proof?… No, not hard at all. For us,
the hardest task lies in identifying who is the wolf disguised as a
human. If we want to prove that the wolf ate the sheep, that is
very easy. Even the question of how it ate the sheep is merely a
technical issue” （
188). This contrast between “identifying the
w olf and "proving] that the wolf ate the sheep" anticipates the
relationship between visual images and discursive narrative,
which is foregrounded so prominently in the following two Wang
Shuo novels I will discuss below. The moment of “recognition”
can be compared to the apparent transparency of the mimetic
image, while the process of "proof can be compared to the
discursive narrative which is elaborated on the basis of that
initial (visual) Identification."
In the “coda” to the novel，Shan Liren and another police
officer who is referred to as Xiao Ding pay a visit to Zhou Yao
herself, and inform her that earlier that morning a man turned
himself in to the police and confessed to having drowned her. Of
course, the investigators add cheerfully, it is clear that she is still
very much alive, and further explain that someone pretending to
be Shan Liren had confronted "Wolf ,，
1° with the evidence of the
drowned corpse, and strong-armed him into believing that he
himself was the murderer (the body, it is explained, is actually
that of a love-sick suicide). The coda ends with Zhou Yao
remarking that Wolf should be locked up in a mental institute, to
which the investigators respond by saying that he has already
been committed. In the hospital, Xiao Ding adds, "he sometimes
pretends to be a policeman, sometimes pretends to be the
criminal.” On his way out the door, Shan Liren asks Zhou Yao
why she turned Wolf down when he called to invite her to dinner
the preceding evening. She responds, l,l just didn't want him to
see what I look like now. And, by the way, how did he know your
name?" The first ^he," in her remark, clearly refers to Wolf, but
the second one would seem to refer back to the police imposter
who cross-examined Wolf throughout the first two-thirds of the
novel (as Xiao Ding observed three pages earlier, “[we] don’t1
0
10We are never told the protagon ist’s actual name, and
therefore, for convenience, I will refer to him simply as 'Wolf/'
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know how he [the imposter] learned about comrade Lao Shan’s
name” [196]).
In response to Zhou Yao's final question, Xiao Ding
speculates that “he” probably learned of Shan’s name because，
"That day the television news had announced the arrival of our
Lao Shan" (199). However, Zhou's final remark/question is, itself,
initially somewhat confusing, with its abrupt shift in referent of
the pronoun “he.” Perhaps she is simply being careless, or
assuming that the context of her remarks will make the referent
of each “he” unambiguously clear to the listener. However，if we
go back and reconsider the preceding conversation, another,
even more intriguing, possibility suggests itself. Xiao Ding had
just told Zhou that, in the mental hospital, Wolf would alternate
between pretending he was a policeman and a criminal.
Perhaps, then, Zhou's subsequent pronoun conflation reflects
her unstated realization that there was never a “police imposter”
to begin with, but rather that it was Wolf himself who, already
mad, was assuming the positions of both investigator and
accused throughout the entire, bizarre interrogation related in
the first two-thirds of the novel. The resulting scenario gives new
significance to W olf’s vision，discussed above，of two flies
mutually observing each other across a transparent pane of
glass (178). This interpretation of Wolfs and the investigator's
identities, moreover, would certainly explain why the investigator
is so oddly omniscient about the intricacies of Wolfs personal
history, but it leaves the identity of the actual Shan Liren
somewhat of a mystery.
Shan Liren's name is itself rather distinctive. The last
character of the name, ren, literally means "hu/man." The first
character of the given name, // has a wide variety of potential
meanings，one of which is “to live or exist■” The surname is also
a fairly uncommon one, and uses a character which, when used
as a surname, is pronounced shan, but which more typically is
read dan and means l<single, solitary." The investigator's name,
then, could be parsed as uShan establishing/edifying humanity/1
Alternatively, we could take the ren [human] character at the end
of the name and fold it back into the preceding // character as
that character’s radical, producing the ideograph
11When this
11
Mediating between these two readings of the investigator's
name is the question of whether the final ren be read as an ideograph
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wei is combined with the preceding surname Shan/dan, it
produces the familiar binome, danwei, which most typically
means “work unit” in the P.R_C. This ortho/graphic oscillation
between Shan Liren [Shan establishing/edifying humanity] and
danwei [work unit] is suggestive of the way in which Investigator
Shan himself oscillates between his own status as a single
individual and his status as an embodiment of society's
collectively panoptic structure (tll myself am too insignificant to
merit mention, but you should have some awareness of the giant
eye of the people”). In Communist China，an individual’s
^identity" (shenfen) is intimately linked to his or her institutional
affiliation with a particular danwei. Furthermore, as is wellknown, the panoptic potential of the Chinese danwei was most
fully realized under Mao's Cultural Revolution, when co-workers
and even fellow family members were successfully called on to
report and publicize each other’s political and moral failings.
At the beginning of / Am the W o lf/ the narrator relates
how, when he went to a particular island for vacation, it was like
walking into a painting" (158). Roughly three quarters of the way
through the novel，at the end of the “inner narrative,” we return
to a very similar trope of walking into a visual image, though in
the latter instance the visual image is not a figurative painting,
but rather a hall of mirrors in a fun house:
Amidst the incessant sound of explosions, / walked into a hall of
m/rrors” (/7a/?a y/ngz/)，making me suddenly as thin as a
willow, or as short and squat as an earthen jar. One instant Tm
just a pair of legs without a body, and the next instant Tm a
legless body. Eyes protruding like a goldfish, mouth grinning like
a blood basin … （
194; emphasis added)

This sense of having “walked into a painting” is developed even
further when, further down on the same page, all of the lights of
in its own right, or whether it be reduced to the status of its own
“radical,” or leading component of another ideograph. Ironically, one
reading of the version of the name which takes the final ren as an
autonomous ideograph is danliren, which happens (paradoxically) to
be one of the ways of referring to the “radical” version of the ren
ideograph!

單位
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the dance hall are projected onto the four walls, making them
into an "enormous, circular screen (yi ge juda huanxing yinmu)^
onto which a series of moving "images" {huamian) are projected
in succession (194).
As discussed above, the inner narrative of / Am the W o lf
begins and ends with the trope of “walking into a picture.” In
Playing for Thrills (one of Wang Shuo's best-known works; first
published in 1989, the year after Wolf), there is a comparable
moment in which the protagonist, Fang Yan, feels as if he has
entered a picture. The scene occurs when Fang Yan discovers a
packet of photographs ostensibly showing him with a circle of
friends from years before. One of the photos, he is told, depicts
Liu Yan, his former beloved and potential alibi for the murder he
is accused of having committed a decade earlier:
A girl is standing in the dim light, everything behind her a blur,
her mouth is open as if she is about to say something. . . . Bad
though the photo was, making it difficult to see the person
clearly, I knew it was her. I recall removing the photograph and
pocketing it before heading back to the restaurant. (262; 91) 12

At the restaurant, Fang Yan says:
[surveying] the scene like a movie director with a zoom lens
moving in for close-ups, I discovered [my companions] weren’t
who I thought they were. The distinct, familiar features and
magnified pores of all those faces began to fade and evolve into
unfamiliar noses, eyes, and mouths，forming shapes I couldn’t
recognize, layers of alien faces. A graceful girl stood by watching
me, and it was as if Td taken out the photograph and laid it on
the table beside me. I wasn't sure if it was I who had entered the
photograph, or she who had em erged from it. (262; 91]
emphasis added)

As the novel progresses, however, it becomes clear that the
paradigmatic visual trope in the novel is not so much this act of
12
All quotes from Playing for Thrills will first cite the page number
of the Chinese edition, followed by the page number of Howard
Goldblatt’s English translation.
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“walking into the image,” as in 1/1/o/f，but rather that of the
photographic image itself. Fang Yan carries the blurred
photograph of Liu Yan with him nearly everywhere he goes, and
it provides him with an external instantiation of the (spurious)
personal history which he can no longer recall. At the same time,
it is the same photograph which helps to lead him to the “truth”
behind the complex ruse in which he had become ensnared.
As in / Am the W olf/ \he protagonist of Playing for Thrills,
Fang Yan, finds himself implicated in a murder. The victim, in
this case, is Fang Van's one-time acquaintance Gao Yang,
whose corpse allegedly had recently been found in Yunnan; only
a partial skeleton remained (sans skull), but the neckbone was
severed in such a way as to suggest that he had been
beheaded. The murder is said to have occurred during a specific
week a decade earlier, but the problem is that Fang Yan has no
recollection of what he himself did that week. His only potential
alibi, as it turns out, is a certain woman by the name of Liu Yan,
whom he was apparently with that particular week, but of whom
he currently has absolutely no recollection. His only link to this
mystery woman is a blurred photograph that ostensibly
represents her, but which bears an uncanny resemblance to his
current friend, another woman by the name of Li Jiangyun. Fang
Yan spends the first portion of the novel hiding from the police,
while at the same time painstakingly attempting to track down
Liu Yan and reconstruct his own personal life history. As Li
Jiangyun perceptively observes to Fang Yan, the resulting
detective work stems not so much out of a need for self-defense,
as it is a process of self-discovery:
I can tell by the extent of your concern that there's more to this
than just clearing your name. It's mainly self-knowledge. Your
anxiety comes from not understanding some aspect of yourself,
as if you’ve lost something, as if your image of yourself were
somehow incomplete (ni pinbuchu ziji de xingxiang le). (271;
106)

Given the importance, for Fang Yan, of the photographic image
of Liu Yan, it is therefore significant that Li metaphorically
expresses Fang Yan's own lack of self-knowledge in terms of the
incom pleteness" of his own "visual image" {xingxiang) of
himself.
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Roughly two thirds of the way through the novel, it is finally
revealed that Gao Yang (like Zhou Yao in the preceding novel) is
actually alive and well, his head still securely attached to his
shoulders. What had happened was that, several years before,
Gao Yang and his friends found themselves bored with their
lives, and decided to stage a murder to liven things up a bit. To
make the game even more interesting (not to mention
circumventing unnecessary problems), they decide to pin the
staged murder on Fang Yan. As Gao Yang subsequently
explains to him,
瑪小剛

When we decided to include you in our plan, Feng Xiaogang
warned us to be careful, saying that you might turn our elaborate
scheme to your own advantage and have a good time at our
expense. I didnl believe him, because you were running around
with your head in the clouds over some girl, and couldn't be
distracted. (348; 222)

As it turns out, Fang Yan proves true to both expectations,
plunging wholeheartedly (if unwittingly) into the “game” precisely
because his “ head [is] in the clouds over some girl,"
energetically attempting to reconstruct the fictional past of which
he has no distinct memories, even as the (real) police are
turning his apartment upside down looking for clues. When Fang
Yan finally succeeds in tracking down Gao Yang, who has been
assuming Fang Yan’s identity for some time，Fang Yan’s attitude
is not one of anger at having been deceived and setup, but
rather one of exultation at the exciting personal history which
their plan has allowed him to vicariously assume:
From out of nowhere, I learned that I had been somebody once,
a guy who did something important. I had both a reason and the
guts to commit murder. For me that was a real high, just knowing
I wasn't some mediocrity. I wish it had been true. (348; 222)

In an ironic play on Shan Liren's moral in H/o//7(regarding
the relationship between 11identification"/!m age and
"proof"/narrative), it is ironic that vastly more attention is given,
in Thrills, to working out the chain of identifications and
m iside ntificatio ns of the various characters (Gao Yang
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impersonating Fang Yan, who was mistaken for the murderer,
and who is himself searching for Liu Yan using a photograph
which is actually of Li Jiangyun, etc., etc.), while the truly
shocking revelation (that Gao Yang and his companions actually
beheaded their friend Feng Xiaogang a decade earlier) remains
almost unstated.13
These questions of which events get historicized, and the
processes through which they make the transition from event to
personal memory or historical record, are ones which are central
to the two works which I will discuss next.
Commemoration and Personal Memory
In this charming civilization, the female
beauties trace the outlines of the
collective dream with their make-up; their
patterns are hieroglyphics describing an
inaccessible golden age, which they extol
in their ornamentation, since they have no
code to express it, and whose mysteries
they disclose as they reveal their nudity.
Claude Levi-Strauss, Tristes Tropiques

The best film of 1995 (as ranked by the journal Dangdai
dianying [Contemporary cinema]) was Red Cherry [Hong
yingtao], a film which e xp licitly advertised itse lf as a
“commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the world’s triumph
over fascism." The movie portrays the experiences of three
children—two of them Chinese and the third of mixed German
and Chinese descent—in Russia and Belarus during World War
II. The central story line revolves around a single image: the
image of a large, colored eagle and Nazi swastika which are
tattooed onto the Chinese girl’s back by the German general von
Dietricht_ His intention was a create a “masterpiece,” a work of
art which would achieve a certain kind of im m ortality,

當代電影
紅櫻桃

13
So understated is the account of the actual murder that Jing
Wang, in her authoritative discussion of the novel in the final chapter of
her book High Culture Fever, seems to have overlooked it entirely
when she writes that, in the novel, “no real blood is spilled” （
Wang
1996: 278).
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aesthetically commemorating the—as it turns
out transitory—glory of the third Reich. After
being rescued by the Russians, the girl is
ostracized because the Nazi emblem engraved
on her skin is taken as an indication of her own
political orientation and ideological allegiance.
In desperation, she finally takes a flaming torch
and attempts to scorch the inscribed flesh off of
her own back. After this, she is hailed as a
martyr, and the Allied leaders agree to help her
have the image surgically removed, on the
c h u c h u Red c h e r r y concjjti〇n that they be allowed to keep the flesh
reproduced from an advertisement
r
in Dandaidianying (1996, issue 1) to which it is attached as a sort of morbid
[p. 17]
commemoration of Nazi atrocities. The movie
itself ends with a black and white shot of the
actual piece of flesh, which reputedly is currently on display in a
museum in Moscow.14
Dangdai dianying's second best movie of 1995 was Jiang
Wen's In the Heat of the Sun, based on Wang Shuo's 1991
novel Ferocious Animals. Released in the autumn of 1995
almost immediately after Red Cherry,^5 Heat can also be seen as
a commemoration of sorts—a commemoration, moreover, which
can also be seen as revolving around a single, ontologically
ambiguous image. This image, as with Playing for Thrills, is a
single photograph, which becomes dislocated from its original
referent and itself becomes productive of a series of new
葉大鷹

羅小蠻

14 In a 1996 article, the director Ye Daying reports that many
viewers had expressed interest in the question of whose experiences
the movie was based on: l,l have to say frankly that it is hard for me to
say definitively who Chuchu is, who Luo Xiaoman is. When writing the
original manuscript of the script, I interviewed a total of twenty Chinese
students who were in Russia during the War. . . . I can say that all of
the plot-lines in the story of Red Cherry have a basis in fact, which is to
say that I took the collective experiences of these twenty youngsters
and condensed them into the characters of Chuchu and Luo
Xiaoman”(Ye 1996: 48-50).
15
I was in Beijing at the time and personally saw both films in
theatres when they were released.
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vicarious identifications. At the same time, both novel and film
versions of Heat succeed in problematizing many of the same
assumptions about history, memory, and imagery which tacitly
underlie a straightforw ard reading of Red Cherry as an
unproblematic historicarcommemoration.”
Heat portrays the narrator's recollection of a series of
events from his childhood “twenty years ago” in Beijing. Both the
movie and the novel specify that the events depicted took place
near the end of the Cultural Revolution in the “mid-seventies,”
thus implicitly placing the movie’s narrative voice roughly in the
contemporary “present.” Given that 1995 marked not only the
fiftieth anniversary of the end of World War II, but also the eve of
both the thirtieth anniversary of the commencement of the
Chinese Cultural Revolution as well as the twentieth anniversary
of its official demise,16 it is tempting to ask to what extent Heat
could also be seen as a sort of historical commemoration. At first
glance, the film would not appear to be very “commemorative” in
the traditional sense. The sorts of politicized images of struggle
sessions and mass gatherings characteristic of so many
cinematic portrayals of the Cultural Revolution (particularly in its
earlier period) are largely absent from this film, which instead
concerns itse lf with the rather mundane and quotidian
adventures of a group of teenagers in Beijing during this
tumultuous decade.17 On the other hand, Heat (both the film and
the novel versions) can be seen as presenting a rather more
subtle commentary on the notion of historical “commemoration”
itself.
Told retrospectively by a contemporary, adult narrator
16 The Cultural Revolution officially began in 1966, and although
there are differing opinions over when it actually ended, one
convenient and frequently used date is 1976, with the death of
Chairman Mao Zedong and the ensuing arrest of the “Gang of Four■”
17 At one point in the novel, the narrator, speaking of two older
wanzhu [masters of mischief] who have just sat down beside them,
remarks that, (ilt was with the beginning of the Cultural Revolution that
they were finally able to display their talents; they 'played5 (wan) for
nearly ten years, growing fat and flourishing, earning the awe and
respect of little bad eggs like ourselves1* (471).
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looking back on his youth in Beijing in the mid-seventies, HeaPs
details the teenage protagonist Ma Xiaojun’s1
19 various violent
8
escapades and amorous infatuations. The narrator relates how,
at one point, he became obsessed with keys and locks, and in
the process taught himself to be an amateur “locksmith.” At first,
he would unlock doors for friends and neighbors who had
inadvertently locked themselves out of their apartments, but
after a while he advanced to the point where he was performing
this service even without the requisite prior invitation. It was
during one of these voyeuristic solitary sojourns through a
stranger’s apartment that he found himself in the bedroom of an
unknown young lady (her name later turns out to be Mi Lan),
only a few years older than himself. He immediately falls in love
with her lingering scent, and with her photograph hanging on the
wall.
A few weeks later, Xiaojun happens to meet the same
young lady in the street, and recognizes her from the
photograph (as well as from the police station where they had
recently both been detained for loitering). Although she
repeatedly rebuffs his advances, he ultimately succeeds in
ingratiating himself with her and talks her into letting him be her
“younger brother.” They end up spending a great deal of time
together and their relationship becomes increasingly (though
Platonically) intimate. After a while he convinces her to let him
introduce her to the other, predominantly male, members of his
little “gang” （
because he，of course, wants to show her off to
them). When he does so, however, the meeting does not go
exactly as planned, in that Mi Lan, while remaining very friendly
with him, becomes increasingly interested in Gao Jin—the
informal leader of their little gang who is slightly older than
18 Although there are several important points of divergence
between the novel and film versions of the work (such as, for instance，
the epilogue in the contemporary “present” which is tacked onto the
end of the movie), much of my initial discussion is generally relevant to
both versions. Therefore, I will refer to them as simply Heat when my
comments would apply equally well to either version; I will refer to each
version by its full name when I need to distinguish between them.
19 The name is from the movie version; I believe he remains
unidentified in Wang Shuo's original novel.
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Xiaojun himself and (in both the novel and the film) is presented
as being unusually handsome. The narrator, of course, becomes
intensely jealous, and the narrative culminates in a birthday
banquet held some time later for both Gao Jin and the narrator
(who, though they are of different ages, happen to share the
same birthday). By the time of the banquet, Mi Lan and Gao Jin
have already started “dating,” but she still remains very polite
and friendly with Xiaojun. At the banquet she gives each of them
a present. Xiaojun, however, treats her with ridicule and disdain.
The climax of the scene, as well as of the entire work, occurs
when the narrator and Gao Jin get into a fight, which quickly
escalates to the point where Xiaojun breaks a wine bottle
against the table and starts stabbing Gao Jin in the stomach with
the broken shards.
This rather striking scene clearly marks the climax of the
work, not only because of the violence of the depicted action,
but more importantly for the violence which is imparted onto the
narrative structure itself. In Wang Shuo's original novel, this
narrative melt-down is signaled by the interjection of the
narrator’s voice，speaking retrospectively from the 1990’s
present, as he presents the problem of memory and
commemoration in specifically linguistic and literary terms:
My mind is now as clear as a bright moon, and I realize I am
once again fabricating. At the beginning of this piece I swore that
I would tell this story truthfully, and present it as it really
happened. All along, I thought that I was faithfully following the
drops of memory as I truthfully narrated my story, and I even
discarded a few impressions which struck me as unreliable, no
matter how important a role they may have appeared to play in
the events and continuity of the plot.
. . . When I decided to use the structure of the novel to try
to tell the truth, I committed a fundamental mistake: the stronger
my original intentions to tell the truth, the more was I obstructed
by the text itself. To my sorrow, I discovered that, from a
technical point of view, it was impossible to return to the original
truth. The meaning of each of the words that I used always
exceeded the specific feeling that I had intended it to express.
Even in the case of the most specific and accurate adjective,
when I use it it always still retains some of its meaning with
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respect to other objects; it is like a hat which, regardless of how
accurately you measure it to snugly fit your own head, there will
always be a tiny gap between it and your head. When all of
these tiny gaps add up, they open up an enormous space, and
have the effect of forming a vast gulf between myself and the
actual truth, thus in turn creating a new world. I have never seen
anything which is as fond of flaunting itself and is such a
compulsive liar as a te xt. . . . (481-82).

Actor-turned-director Jiang Wen's cinematic adaptation of Wang
Shuo’s w ork，by contrast, leaves out much of the novel’s
deconstructive ruminations about textuality, semantics, narrative
structure, etc., and instead foregrounds (either explicitly or
implicitly) cinematic themes such as those of the image, the
gaze, and of cinematicity itself. As a result, the "narrative melt
down" scene is figured rather more dramatically in the film by
having the film reel/tape itself appear to sputter back and forth
before finally grinding to a halt, as the narrative voice-over steps
in with the following metatextual commentary:

劉憶苦大螞蟻

Narrator: (laughs) You mustn’t believe any of this. I could never
have gotten up the courage to do something like this. I keep
swearing that I will tell this story as honestly as possible, but no
matter how great my desire to tell the truth, the obstructions to
that truth are even greater. I therefore realized, with regret, that it
was impossible to adhere to reality. My memory is constantly
being twisted around by my emotions, torturing me until I am
completely confused. I now suspect that the first time I met Mi
Lan was actually a fabrication. Actually, I never did meet her in
the street. The afternoon Liu Yiku invited her over, and Da Mayi
and I waited at the gate for him, was actually the first time that I
met Mi Lan. That also explains why that day I went to play
Vasily20 with Da Mayi, rather than staying to chat with her:
Because Mi Lan and I were not close at all at that point. In fact, I
never really knew her. Oh God! Was Mi Lan the person in that
photograph after all? And what about [Xiaojun’s other young
20
From the Soviet film Lenin in 1918, which is projected on the
outdoor movie screen (see discussion below), and which Xiaojun
himself acts out at another point in the story.
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female friend] Yu Beipei? Why has she suddenly disappeared?
Maybe, maybe they were actually the same person after all? I
simply can’t bear to consider the implications of that.
The story which I had with such truthful intentions begun
to tell has come to be such a bundle of distortions and lies.
Maybe I should just give up right here? No, and you wouldn’t
want me to, either. Now I understand how those compulsive liars
must feel—if they want to become a truthful person it is simply
impossible.
Look! Sometimes a certain sound, or a certain smell, can
bring you back to reality.
My mind is as clear as a bright moon. OK, let me go back
to telling my story, not caring anymore whether it is true or false.
I remember that that day of our birthdays passed
uneventfully. I and . . . were very happy, and shared many toasts
with Mi Lan. Oh, yes, Yu Beipei was also there; I had almost
forgotten. Everyone brought many presents, and Mi Lan was
very friendly with me. And later, we all got drunk.21

于北蓓

As this narrative voice-over is progressing, the images on screen
begin to rewind back through the banquet and the preparations
for the banquet, and then present a glimpse of a l,new"
perspective on the banquet scene itself. The result is that, even
as the narrative voice-over is advising us what to believe or not
to believe, the image on the screen are in the process of
presenting much the same point.
Of late, “postmodernist” theorists working in various
disciplines have produced critical interrogations of the role of
narratives and imagery in our understanding of both history and
subjectivity. One very general continuity common to several of
these debates is a recognition of the (necessary, but
problematic) role played by existing schemata (either narrative
or visual) in conditioning the subject's understanding of its
position within a larger social and cultural environment. At the
same time, however, the postmodern critiques of m eta
narratives and visual simulacra differ in at least one crucial
respect: namely, that narrative schemata operate, almost by
21
Transcribed from the movie; my own translation is used in
place of the movie's original English subtitles.
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definition, by placing the subject within a chronological trajectory
of some sort (spurious though this trajectory may be), while the
visual image or simulacrum, by contrast, is frequently seen as
having the effect of contesting and subverting chronological
boundaries. Film can, perhaps, be seen as occupying the
intersection of these two tendencies. Its temporal format makes
it almost inevitable that it will rely on narrative structures of some
sort or another, while the visuality of its medium suggests that it
will always retain the possibility of crystallizing into myriad
frames of atemporal, individual images.
Because of cinemaJs position as mediating between the
roles played by both narratives and visual sim ulacra in
structuring our understanding of history and personal memory, I
will next look at two crucial scenes which director Jiang Wen
introduced into Wang Shuo’s text while in the process of
translating the novel’s original textual and narrativistic concerns
into the more explicitly visual medium that is cinema.
In the first scene, Xiaojun has used his skeleton key to let
himself into a stranger's apartment. He is lying on their bed
eating dumplings when he suddenly notices a telescope on the
wall. What follows is perhaps an overly developed cinematic
interpolation, in which Xiaojun uses the telescope voyeuristically
to watch his high school teacher urinate behind a wall visible
from the apartment window, and then he himself proceeds to
spin around and around while continuing to peer through the
telescope.22 During one dizzying rotation, he catches sight of a
momentary, blurred image of a young woman, which turns out to
be a photograph of Mi Lan. Continuing to use the telescopic lens
as a prosthetic eye, he slowly gropes forward, until finally
reaching the actual photograph.
At the end of the scene, the photographic image of Mi Lan
simply fades into a “live” image of Yu Beipei，a young female
22
Although this telescope scene represents an addition by Jiang
Wen of a scene not present in Wang Shuo's original novel, the move is
not, however, without precedent in Wang Shuo's work. Compare, for
instance, the photograph scene in Thrills, cited above, in which Fang
Yan suddenly has the impression that he is seeing his companions as
if he were “a movie director with a zoom lens moving in for close-ups”
(262; 91).
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member of Xiaojun’s little “gang,”
and also, it turns out, the person
who had first mentioned Mi Lan’s
name to Xiaojun. Therefore, this
cinematic morphing of one young
woman’s face into another has the
effect of planting the suggestion,
which will be developed later in
the work, that there is probably a Xiaojun looking at Mi Lan's photo in In the Heat of
considerable
degree
of the Sun [p. 24]
transference between Xiaojun's
memories of the two figures.23
This scene with the
telescope is not in the novel, but
its insertion into the film follows a
certain logic in that, in the novel,
the effervescent quality of
XiaojuiVs firs t sight of the
photograph is narrated directly,
and is further reinforced by the
n a rra to r’s
own
im plicitly Same as preceeding image.
retrospective commentary that he
later came to doubt whether or not
the photograph had actually
existed. The film, in my opinion, is
rather more subtle on this point.
Rather than contributing further to
a potential polarity between the
cinematic image (which implicitly
presents the world from the child’s
point of view, but also happens to
coincide with what the audience Yu Beipei, in frame following that of Mi Lan's photo
in In the Heat of the Sun [p. 24]
sees) and the narrative voice
(which
is
understood
as
representing Xiaojun as an adult), this particular scene manages
instead to use the lens of the miniature telescope to integrate
both sides of this schizophrenic duality back into the cinematic
23
Compare, for instance, the convergence of Li Jiangyu and the
photograph of Liu Van in Thrills,
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image itself. This scene, therefore, presents an early hint that
the cinematic image (that is, what the film audience perceives
via the prosthetic eye of the camera) itself may be somewhat
less than completely reliable. At the same time, in allowing the
image to convey directly its own unreliability, the film
simultaneously, and paradoxically, allows the same image to
retain a certain degree of authenticity (a paradoxical situation
reminiscent of the proverbial Cretan liar).
This latter move, moreover, has the effect of shifting some
of the "metanarrative" concerns away from the narrativizing
"voice" (i.e., the narrator's voice-over) onto the cinematic image
itself. This has the double effect of, on the one hand, helping the
film move away from the original novel's binary dichotomy
between the “unreliable” narrative and the implicitly “reliable”
metanarrative voice while, on the other hand, producing a
certain “split” in the position created for the spectator. This “split”
is created through the spectator’s being both drawn into the
child's gaze, in all of its unreliability, while at the same time
inscribing the metanarrative commentary onto that very gaze
itself.
While this first of the two scenes interpolated by Jiang
Wen is concerned with the relationship between voyeurism and
the image, the second interpolated scene is concerned with the
relationship between voyeurism and the spectacle. The latter
scene opens with a rather stunning view of a stand-alone
outdoor movie screen. Immediately preceding a quintessentially
voyeuristic scene in which Xiaojun and his other teenage friends
sneak into an adjacent movie-house where many of the adults of
the community are watching an imported pornographic flick, the
youngsters first watch, and play around, the outdoor screen. At
times, the stand-alone movie screen's image coincides precisely
with the image which we ourselves see (thus placing us
precisely in the position of the movie^ own interior spectators),
while at other times the camera takes a step back and allows us
to see the outdoor movie screen framed by its immediate
surroundings. Most dramatic, however, is when Xiaojun (and the
camera) swings around behind the free-standing movie image,
producing a scenario in which we see exactly the same image
which the movie’s internal audience is seeing (actually，it is a
mirror image, of course), but spatially the site of our, and of the
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camera’s，gaze is in the position of
the object of the internal movie
audience’s own gaze.
This latter momentary
“reverse” alignment of the internal
audience’s gaze, “our” own gaze,
and the projected image, is
uncannily reminiscent of Lacan’s
famous diagram at the beginning
of the “What is a picture?” chapter Free-standing exterior movie screen in In the Heat
of his Seminar 11. This diagram, in of the Sun [pp. 25-26]
turn, is the synthesis of two
separate triangular diagrams, which Lacan summarizes as
follows:
[T]he first [triangle] is that which, in the geometrical field, puts in
our place the subject of the representation, and the second is
that which turns me into a picture. On the right-hand line is
situated, then, the apex of the first triangle, the point of the
geometrical subject, and it is on that line that I, too, turn myself
into a picture under the gaze, which is inscribed at the apex of
the second triangle. . . . I must, to begin with, insist on the
following: in the scopic field, the gaze is outside, I am looked at,
that is to say, I am a picture (Lacan 1981: 105-106).

Reading Lacan^ theoretical disassociation of the gaze and the
look (represented schematically in his double triangle diagram)
back onto the open-air movie scene in In the Heat of the Sun,
we are presented with an intriguing figurative parallel between
the free-standing outdoor movie screen and Lacan’s theoretical
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elaboration of the relationship between the gaze and the
"screen." Xiaojun's movement behind the free-standing screen
suggestively, and quite precisely, places him on the other side of
the film audience’s collective gaze, locating him precisely in the
position of the "subject of representation" in Lacan's model.

The subject of representation

More than simple serendipitous coincidence, I would argue
that this parallel between LacarVs and Jiang Wen’s figurations of
the (lscreen" points to a central theme in In the Heat of the
Sun—namely, that of the subject “successfully misrecognizpng]
him- or her-self with that image or cluster of images through
which he or she is culturally apprehended."24 This is clearly seen
in the way in which Xiaojun structures his memories of his own
childhood more in accordance with standard romantic and
adventure narrative schemata, rather than remembering them as
they “really happened■”
The movie version of Heat is particularly explicit in
developing how this figurative llscreen" of contemporary cultural
productions (and particularly films) function as a tertiary "mirror
stage" through which the subject perceives himself. Repeatedly,
throughout the movie, we glimpse Xiaojun looking at his
reflection in a mirror. Significantly, many of these specular
moments feature Xiaojun watching himself act out roles, and
particularly ones from movies. Most dramatic, in this respect, is
the scene which follows shortly after the “narrative melt-down”
scene described above, in which we are shown a complex
nightmare-within-a-nightmare, the content of which Xiaojun
draws explicitly, and parodically, from popular war films.
While explicitly developing this theme that Xiaojun's self
perception is mediated through cultural images such as those
24Gloss from Kaja Silverman (1996: 18).
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provided by popular cinema, In the Heat of the Sun introduces
an interesting twist whereby it is actually the womans gaze
which plays a crucial role in the construction of the psychocultural ''screen." This inversion of typical cinematic conventions
whereby the woman is figured as primarily the object of the male
gaze can be seen clearly in both the original novel as well as in
its cinematic adaptation.
For instance, Xiaojun’s extended nightmare sequence in
the film version of the work, in which Xiaojun inserts himself into
the visual schemata of popular war films, is itself interrupted by
the fantasy of a deviously voyeuristic Mi Lan, who pursues him
through the fields with a bicycle bell and keeps peeking at him
when he tries to squat down and relieve himself in privacy.
Similarly, Wang Shuo's original novel itself contains the
following highly revealing passage:
She [Mi Lan] stared at me [Xiaojun], looking into me with those
eyes sharp as a drill and deep as a dark pool. Often she would
look at me such that my words would melt as they reached my
mouth, and I would stand there smiling stupidly without knowing
what to do. Often I would try to use the same sort of gaze to
stare back at her. At times like those our face-off would become
a test of willpower, and nine times out of ten I would be the one
stared down, forced to avert my eyes. Even today, I consider
myself to have rather good bearing and self-control, but still have
not gotten used to being the object of her gaze. An overly
concentrated gaze will often cause me to begin to doubt myself,
and in it is always contained a bundle of overly complicated
emotions. Even a completely careless glance can have the
effect of causing the person who has been glanced at to feel
uneasy, even to the point of feeling the need for selfexamination. This can have the effect of destroying tacit
understandings, and I consider it a personal affront.
She was very pleased with the power of her eyes, and
although this might be seen as a way of strengthening her own
sense of self-fascination, at the same time I couldn't deny the
possibility that she was purposefully using her gaze as a way of
belittling and humiliating me. (448)
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These same dialectics of vision and
displaced voyeurism are brought
together emblematically in one of the
posters used to advertise the movie.
The top half of the poster presents an
image of Xiaojun and Mi Lan, both
smiling sweetly as they gaze out at the
(implicit) viewer. In the lower right hand
corner of the poster one sees four movie
stills depicting memorable scenes in the
movie. Most intriguing, however, is the
image in the lower left hand corner of
the poster, which consists of a large
photograph of Mi Lan wearing reflective
Advertisement for in the Heat o f the sun, sunglasses, staring, as it were, directly
reproduced from Da^gda/D/anyang (1995) [p. a t the p 〇 Ste「
，
S Viewers.25 Reflected in
her shades are clearly visible two
separate images of Xiaojun and Gao Jin, respectively—both in
the position of being objects of Mi Lan’s own gaze, suggesting,
obviously, that Xiaojun’s subjectivity and self-conception are
already mediated through the displaced “mirror stage” of Mi
Lan’s own enigmatic gaze.
Mao II
Mao Zedong. She liked that name all right.
But it is funny how a picture. It is funny how a
picture what?
Don DeLillo, Mao II

Finally, returning to the “narrative melt-down” scene in
Heat discussed above, we recall that, in Wang Shuo's original
novel，the line “My mind is now as dear as a bright moon”
occurs at the beginning of the supposedly lucid commentary of
the narrative voice-over. In the movie version of the work, by
25
This latter image is itself a miniature version of the same
poster which was most commonly used to advertise the movie when it
first came out in Beijing.
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contrast, the same line marks the
end of the schizophrenic
interjection
and
the
recommencement of the narrated
story itself. Furthermore, in the
movie the line about the narrator’s
head being like a bright moon
coincides with the visual image of
a mural depicting Mao’s portrait
with bright rays radiating out from Mao — 「
f a= e end of the “narrative melt.d_ ，
his head. This Mao portrait, which
reappears hanging from the rear-view mirror of the limousine in
the movie’s coda，presents a suggestive parallel with the other
semiotically ambiguous fetishized image in the work, namely, the
photograph of Mi Lan. The movie, for obvious reasons, stops
short of making the connection explicit, but the implication is
clearly that the historical construction of periods such as that of
the Cultural Revolution (both past and present) can be thought
of skeptically in ways similar to those in which the movie leads
us to think of Xiaojun's own childhood. In both cases, an entire
narrative is elaborated on the basis, in part, of a single image—
here, the portraits of Mao Zedong and Mi Lan, respectively—an
image, moreover, which shares
with postmodern simulacra the
potential
to
be
infin itely
reproduced, as well as to become
disassociated from its original
referent.
Wang Shuo’s original novel
presents the linkage between
Mao’s and Mi Lan’s portraits even
more explicitly. When Xiaojun Mao portrait at the end of the “narrative melt-down”
recalls, at the beginning of sequence [p. 30]
Ferocious Animals, first having
seen Mi Lan’s photograph, he remarks that, “With the exception
of the great Chairman Mao and his closest comrades in arms,
that was the first time in my life that I had seen a color
photograph capable of producing a true mimetic effect" (413).
Similarly, in Playing for Thrills, there is a comparable linkage
between the photographic image of Liu Yan [Li Jiangyun] and
the ubiquitous Mao portrait. At one point, while looking at the old
photograph, Fang Yan finds himself speculating:
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But there was someone, a royal consort, I think, though her face
is blurred and her name escapes me. But then we knew our dear
Chairman Mao better than anyone, didn't we? And still if I don't
head over to Tiananmen Square for a look once in a while, I can
never remember how the old fellow combed his hair, straight
back, or parted. (267; 100)

Uke Cao Buxing’s fly, discussed at the beginning of this
paper, the portraits of Mao represent points of transcendental,
unquestioned verisimilitude which condition the perception of the
entire ideological screen in which they are embedded.
Conversely, it is precisely the strength of the narratives which
develop out of these sorts of images (both the Mao portraits and
the women’s photographs) which, in turn, help to buttress the
truth-effect of these spurious images in the first place. Whether
looking at the photograph of Mi Lan or at Mao's portrait, Jiang
WenJs film has, in my reading, foregrounded the ability of images
to structure individual or collective identities in subtle, and
largely unconscious, ways. It is therefore useful to conclude by
turning to some alternative uses of these same Mao portraits in
ways that are deliberately subversive of their conventional
significances.
The circulation of Mao imagery in modern Chinese society
(and beyond) can be seen as providing a sort of powerful nodal
point onto which various sorts of cultural and national identity
are projected. Similarly, the global dissemination and circulation
of the anonymous image of the 1989 “lone rebel” provides an
equally convenient figu rative nodal point onto which a
sometimes bewildering range of political and ideological
aspirations are projected.
In the latte r half of the tw entieth century, Maoist
iconography has enjoyed several periods of impressive
popularity. The most familiar and politically influential of these
periods was, of course, the Cultural Revolution, which witnessed
incalculable reproduction and dissemination of Mao’s distinctive
visage throughout virtually every corner of Chinese society. More
recently, however, the post-1989 period (that is, the 1990's) has
witnessed an explosion of Maoist imagery which frequently
verges as closely on the sacrilegious as the Maoist era
iconography approached the hagiographic (see Barme 1996).
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The limousine’s “Mao portrait” rear-view mirror ornament at the
end of In the Heat of the Sun is one example of this latter
phenomenon, as are such veritably postmodernist cases as the
Beijing-native and current New York resident conceptual artist
Zhang Hongtu’s “Mao series,” which presents various parodic
renditions of the famous Mao portrait, and New York fashion
designer Vivienne Tam’s line of clothing which incorporates
several of Zhang’s farcical images.
An excellent illustration of the simultaneous centrality and
invisible transparency of Mao’s portrait can be seen in Wang
王勁松
Jinsong's 1990 painting, Taking a Picture in Front of Tiananmen
(see Gao 1988: 156; plate 26), which represents a group of
Chinese tourists assembled for a photograph in front of the
Tiananmen Square portrait of the Great Helmsman. Ironically,
the portrait itself (ostensibly the reason the tourists picked that
particular location to pose in the first place) is almost completely
obscured by the tourists’ heads (as well as by the spectral，
faceless figures in the second tier). Here，Mao’s image has been
literally reduced to an empty signifier, but one which plays a
central role in anchoring the social fabric which gathers around
it.
Similarly, and perhaps even
more intriguingly, the "lone rebel"
photograph has inspired its own
philosoph i co-pa rod ic riffs. For
example, in his “Reasons of State”
photography series (exhibited in
Houston last year), the Peruvian
native and current Houston resident
artist Fernando Castro uses
imaginative restagings of the “lone
protestor” Tiananmen photograph to
explore visually some of the ethical, Wang Jinsong, Taking a P icture in Front o f
Gourtesy of Hanart 丁Z Gallery,
political,
and
philosophical Hong Kong
implications of the image (Johnson
1998: 1).
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Coda
Pirated printings must be investigated.
cover of It Looks Really Beautiful

看上去很美

In Wang S huo ^ most recent novel, It Looks Really
me/)，these themes of Maoist
hagiography and iconoclasm intersect momentarily with the
theme of figurative flies with which I opened my discussion of
Wang's works. The scene in question occurs in the latter portion
of the novel, and describes the beginning of the Cultural
Revolution. The young protagonist Fang Qiangqiang and his
friends are in the middle of singing revolutionary songs, while at
the same Ume laughing at their school’s principal: “Both singing
and laughing at each other; what we were laughing at was the
school’s principal, standing up on the stage. He was also beating
his clapper with a single hand: [seeming to grab] one handful
after another, as if there were a fly flying around in front of his
eyes” （
Wang Shuo 1999: 231). Here，the intended sublimity of
the mass political gathering comes full circle to the explicit
absurdity of the school principal appearing to be catching flies,
and mediating between these two extremes of sublimity and
absurdity is the image of a figurative fly. This “fly ，
” invisible in and
of itself, represents a tiny imperfection which, in turn, conditions
and reinforces how the children view the truth value of the
(screen of the) political gathering itself.
It Looks Really Beautiful, published in March of 1999, is
Wang Shuo’s first literary work since publicly announcing in
1992 that he was giving up the writing of fiction. The novel，
which is set in the years (1961-1966) leading up to the Cultural
Revolution, describes the childhood of Fang Qiangqiang, who is
the same Fang Yan featured in several of Wang Shuo's novels,
including Playing for Thrills. Most of the other children which
populate the novel will also be familiar to readers of Wang
Shuo's fiction.
Just as many of Wang Shuo's novels (including the three
discussed in this paper) feature a character’s archaeological
reconstruction of his own past, similarly this most recent work is
portrayed as a genealogical descent into Wang Shuo’s own
literary past. As Wang Shuo writes in the preface:
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This novel of mine is simply a reminiscence of life from years
past. A beginning.. . .
All along, this novel has been fermenting in my mind. Or,
you could say that, all along, I have been using my brain cells to
write it. The actual first day of composition can be traced back to
twenty years ago, when I first thought of pursuing this writing
career. When I worked out the plot of my first novel, I
simultaneously mapped out the plot of this novel. .. . (5-6)

At the same time, just as Wang Shuo, in many of his novels,
attempts to distinguish between subjective or reconstructive
histories on the one hand, and objective, factual histories on the
other, in the preface to this most recent work, he similarly warns
readers that “one’s own memory cannot be trusted,” and that the
novelis nothing more than a “work of ficWon” （8).
Given the degree to which many of his earlier novels
explicitly thematize the infinite reproducibility of simulacra, and
question discourses of authentic origin, it is therefore particularly
ironic that this most recent novel was published under the
shadow of a genuine (?) concern on Wang Shuo’s part regarding
contemporary copy-write law. The final page of the book has a
particularly elaborate legal disclaimer, which begins with several
lengthy quotes from relevant statutes of Chinese copyright law.
The disclaimer goes on to note that each “authentic” copy of the
new novel will contain a CD with the text of Wang Shuo’s four
volume Selected Works [Wang Shuo wenji] (which, in fact was
precisely the one of Wang Shuo's earlier works which was
probably most widely pirated to begin with).26 The irony here
surely lies in the fact that the "authenticity" of the printed
document is being validated by means of a CD, whose
technology is, if anything, even more amenable to copyright
infringement than is the printed book (as evidenced, for
example, by the scores of Wang Shuo's own compatriots who
26 Each volume of my edition of Wang Shuo's Selected Works
(itself a pirated edition) contains a warning on the last page, stating
that “Recently it has been noticed that a large number of pirated
editions of Wang ShuoJs Selected Works have appeared on the
market. Our company solemnly declares: All of those who are not
entrusted by our company to distribute this book … ”

王朔文集

56

Carlos Rojas

cheerfully sell bootleg CD.’s on the streets of Beijing and other
major cities).
Just as Fang Yan’s and Xiaojun’s attempts to reconstruct
their own personal histories are stimulated, and complicated, by
the existence of photographic simulacra, similarly Wang Shuo's
most recent, semi-autobiographical novel delves into his own
literary and personal origins against the backdrop of the
uncontrolled dissemination of pirated editions ("print simulacra")
of Wang^ own earlier literary traces. These (pirated/piratible)
literary traces, like the photographs which abound in them, are
truly “afterimages of the flesh” （
to borrow from Schwartz’s
description of flies cited earlier), which contaminate, but also
catalyze, the screen/narratives in which they are embedded.
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